Oz
Volume 15

Article 5

1-1-1993

RE: American Dream

Follow this and additional works at: https://newprairiepress.org/oz
Part of the Architecture Commons

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative
Works 4.0 License.
Recommended Citation
(1993) "RE: American Dream," Oz: Vol. 15. https://doi.org/10.4148/2378-5853.1244

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by New Prairie Press. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Oz by an authorized administrator of New Prairie Press. For more information, please contact cads@k-state.edu.

RE: American Dream
An Incomplete Project:
Towards A Recontextualization of Modernity and the Urban House Prototype in Los Angeles

Central Office of Architecture

ing modernities. What is certain is
that at some point during the first half
of the nineteenth century an irreversible split occurred between modernity as a stage in the history of Western civilization- a product ofscientific and technological progress, ofthe
industrial revolution, ofthe sweeping
economic and social changes brought
about by capitalism- and modernity
as an aesthetic concept. 5
-Matei Calinescu
Five Faces of Modernity

Los Angeles, it should be understood, is
not a mere city. On the contrary, it is,
and has been since 1888, a commodity; something to be advertised and
sold to the people ofthe United States
like automobiles, cigarettes and
mouth wash. 1
-Morrow Mayo, Los Angeles

Los Angeles has seen unprecedented and
rampant exploitation by hegemonous
political and economic forces which dissolve the public realm of the city into a
seamless horizontal experience of bankrupt formal gestures devoid of value either urbanistically or architecturally.
Greed, in the form of the capitalist machine, combined with the concept of
rampant ftontierisd, have left Los Angeles in the hands of extraordinary rapists
who control and continuously exploit
the city toward solely speculative (financial, political) ends. This violence has left
in its wake slums and decaying neighborhoods, victims of the continuous interruption and erasure of hierarchy as the
measure of a legible and sentient experience within the grid of Los Angeles. Nostalgia for the specific myth of its own fictitious past creates a pervasive and amplified dementia which vividly portrays the
misery and blase3 of the contemporary
urban experience. Los Angeles, lacking
an awareness of its own essence,4 lies directionless, forever folding in on itself as
directed by hegemonous forces, resulting in a pervasive homogeneity.
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Morphologically, Los Angeles is a complex hybrid; its unstable and shifting

Film still from Mon Oncle (1956)

form exists in a flux somewhere between the traditional European city
model of fabric and corridor streets,
and the Modernist conception of the
city as object-buildings in the park.
The traditional city is primarily an experience of spaces defined by continuous walls of building, arranged in a way
that emphasizes the figure of the void
and de-emphasizes the building volumes. The modernist conception, espoused by Le Corbusier, is phenomenally an opposite model: it is one of
discrete three-dimensional objects
floating in space, amplifying their autonomy and individuality while defying
gravity. Los Angeles, existing in that
zone which simultaneously suggests
and denies either or both of these mod-

els, posits perhaps a third alternative,
that of the post-city. The condition of
the post-city is characterized by the coexistence of contradictory and incompatible elements, causing an irresolvable aporia. Experientially, the post-city
is described as an inability to make, and
an indifference to, constructed relationships, rendered thin through an infinitely expanding and accelerating web
of non-hierarchical traced paths. The
previous definitions of city are superseded; the possibility of a totalizing
portrait is eliminated, rendered inconceivable and inappropriate.
It is impossible to say precisely when
one can begin to speak ofthe existence
of two distinct and bitterly conflict-

Calinescu describes a conception of
modernity polarized by the irreconcilable opposition between the sets of values corresponding to (1) The objectified,
socially measurable time ofcapitalist civilization (time as a more or less precious
commodity, bought and sold on the market), and (2) the personal, subjective,
imaginative duree, the private time created by the unfolding of the "self" The
latter identity of time and selfconstitutes
the foundation of modernist culture.
The current pluralist condition of the
postmodern has left Los Angeles in the
unstable state of an urban palimpsest,
a metropolitan text undergoing erasure
and layering in such a way as to become
the equivalent of a multiple-exposure
photograph: ambiguous and open for
multiple-readings at best, entropic
noise at worst. A post-existentialist
value system confuses the loss of the
first principle, the reliable and definitive reference point (and for better or
worse, a source of the collective will)
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with that of a solipsistic narcissism,
symptomatic of a pathology brought
on by the forces oflate-capitalism. It results in a vacuous condition that resists
coherence and falsely relieves responsibility to any larger, collective conception of the metropolis. Radical privatization, the ideology of consumption,
fear of boredom and the need for escape leaves contemporary metropolitan Los Angeles with a misconception
of plurality and chaos as freedom. 6
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Conditions within the instability of
the modern urban condition are juxtaposed and played for their theatricality in Jacques Tati's 1956 film, Mon
Oncle. Monsieur Hulot lives in a penthouse above a typical, quaint, French
place, where he has daily encounters
with his neighbors. Hulot enjoys rotating his bedroom window in order to
reflect sunlight into a neighbor's window, blinding a noisy pet parrot. His
relationship to the city is one of exteriorization and interaction, situating
Monsieur Hulot within both a morphologically and demographically stable part of the city. At the same time,
in another part of the city Hulot's
well-off sister lives within a walled
modernist compound where life becomes one of separation and repose
from the experience of the city. The
everyday experience is radically internalized resulting in an amplified response to its contained site. It is our assumption that one cannot play both
sides in this scenario; housing in the
city cannot simultaneously contain
both of these conditions without contradiction. Radical privatization 7 on
both the corporate and individual level
has all but ended the need/desire for
actual public space in metropolitan
Los Angeles. Actual space in the unstable capitalist metropolis, 8 displaced
by technological advancement and
consequent alterations in socio-cultural phenomena, has been replaced with
collapsed space.9 The circumspect
form of simulated space and communication networks exemplify the rapidity of transformation, organization and

simultaneity of communications, as
well as the city's accelerated tempo of
use, eclecticism, and the fetishism of
technology. 10 These side effects of
modernity, if not problematized, reduce the artistic experience of architecture to a pure object (an obvious metaphor for object-merchandise), where
the criterion of economic obsolescence
overrides all others.
Faced with the reality that orgies of
construction during economically ripe
times have made a mess of our urban
life, it seems imperative to stop and reflect through the critical act of the project itself, opening a window of critical
optimism amidst the neglect and disinvestment that has plagued entire
urban sectors. The critical architectural response must be one of opposition
to the lack of discrimination in terms of
Los Angeles' own essence or awareness
in becoming, accepting the inherent
contradictions of time and place, but
responding to them in a manner which
adds hierarchy, and hence legibility to
the experience of the city.
This work stands as a substantive contribution toward the establishment of a
praxis regarding architectural interventions11 within the grid of Los Angeles.
It does not argue for the final form of
the city, but instead postulates, given
a critical reading of the situation based
on certain criteria. Judgements can
then be made and directed toward a
meaningful architectural intervention.
The work is a hypothesis about the ordering of events, countering hegemonic political, social and economic tendencies, and proposes with fixed and
measured results a tenable model of future proposals for housing fabric within the city. Under such circumstances,
what is needed is not the naive and
nostalgic simulation of 'the front
porch' but instead 'housing' as a proposition which reveals its own true
presence based on values that critique
the existing paradigm of both the
structure of the individual dwelling
and the morphology of the city. The

formal and conceptual continuity of
the intervention transcends its functionalist origin and becomes part of
the memory of the city itself as it is traversed by both time and experience.
The totalization of the block reinforces
its ability to resist the shifting of the
hegemonous forces which surround it.
As an unexecuted project, the proposal seeks to free itself from specific zoning restrictions, the residual of archaic
codes, in order to show that with sober
thinking and analysis, the problem of
housing can be resolved in architectural form. Its representative form is
meant to embody a coherent expression of our beliefs regarding the status
of the role of architects working within a critical framework.
The unfolding evolution of the city
cell or dwelling can be seen as the history of evolving a model for habitation. Le Corbusier's proclamation,
"The house is a machine for living
in," 12 demanded a paradigm shift
away from what was clearly in his
mind an outdated and wholly inhumane condition of life for modern humankind. It is a misreading to understand Le Corbusier's proclamation as
one of supporting the machine aesthetic. It was clearly a demand for culture to come to grips with the logic
and perfection of "a problem clearly
stated" and the necessity of architecture and lifestyle to reconcile themselves with technology. The white villas, then, must be critiqued in relation
to the active adaptation of the individual to technological reality and the
new spatial conditions that such a reality imposes. Our intention is to reinvest space in the condition of Modernity; space which has been occluded
by the aforementioned polarity in Calinescu's definition of Modernity. In
order to escape the commodification
of the 'house' as a fetishistic autonomous object, as exemplified by the
Case Study House program in Los
Angeles in the late 1950's, we choose
to focus on the morphology of the
block and the house type as integral

parts of the fabric of the city. 13 We believe in the tangible and clear achievement of the Modernist project recontextualized, which leads to the belief
that it is far from bankrupt in its various contemporary manifestations, and
that through our own comment we
have progressed far from its Euro-centric origin.
The idea of 'context' is seen conceptually as an equation where the value of
the existing structure of the block is
weighed against the value of the proposed intervention. The intervention
exists as a critical discourse on urban
housing and its relation to the city; it
embraces the grid 14 as a basic organizational language in order to manifest a
legible diagram that counters the intolerable situation which surrounds it.
DensifY or Die
The need to densify housing will bring
about certain changes. Open space in
residential quarters must be devoted either to streets or to real human activity
instead of useless side and front yards.
In order to achieve more density, buildings must have smaller footprints and
consequently push upwards.
The increase in density will require a
shift from the current definition of
suburban space by trees, shrubs and
low fences to an urban definition of
space by buildings, courts and high
walls. While increases in density will
result in decreased use of the car, the
car and house will remain inextricably linked.
The form of the American Dream embodied in the single family detached
suburban house is irreconcilable with
the necessary increase in population
density and the potential for a quality
urban experience. A new type of urban house must develop which retains
the most important aspects of the
American Dream: individual home
and land ownership and the preservation of private space.
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Figure 1: Current division of property
ownership.
Figure 2: Reduction of lot size reduces land
cost per dwelling.

Figure 1: Current disposition of dwellings
results in wasted outdoor space.
Figure 2: Buildings are located at the
perimeter of the site, maximizing usable
outdoor space in the form of courtyards and
clearly defining the street edge.
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